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A Prescription for Learning:
Hook Kids on Good Books and Then Make the
Dialogue Journal Connection

by Barbara Haines
I have listened to many authors discuss
how they wrote their books, and I use this
inside knowledge as one more way to get
books into kids' hands. For example, one
author I had the pleasure of meeting spent a
lot of time researching a novel about
Alcatraz. I, in turn, told how she spent one
week on the island and conceived the depth
of her characters and their surroundings,
leading to a fantastic teen mystery. That book
never returns to the shelf again until June.

What a dilemma students face when the
teacher requires so many book reports each
marking period! The students want to know
some good books to read and why. I decided
to turn the tables and ask them to recommend
books from their reading. The librarian and I
also took suggested lists from professional
texts and placed these ideas on monthly
bookmarks for the whole school to use. We
included sports, mysteries, award-winning
books, scarey books, biographies, and finally
books that our kids Iiked.

One last way to find books that kids like is
to show films, videos, or filmstrips about
them. The librarian has lists of materials from
REMC centers and professional journals. One
series has an artist drawing parts of novels
with just enough information to help a student
decide if this is a book he or she may want to
read. I also add these to our growing list.

My next step was to use the books
students had read for reports. As the students
huddled in small groups to share their
readings, I had them select their favorites and
we listed them on a large chart. The paper
was hung on the walls for everyone to copy if
desired. I wrote a Iist and duplicated it for my
three reading classes. It's no wonder some of
the favorites appear again and again in new
hands.

There are many ways to help kids find
good books. Most students rely on each
other's suggestions and the pay off for the
teacher is a more contented reader and
higher quality book reports.

Another method I used was to buy
multiple copies of the most popular books. I
have four sets of the Chronicles of Narnia. I
keep a paperback library of over two
hundred books. The students browse through
them during quiet reading time. Each class
has a student librarian responsible for
organizing shelves. I like to pull books at
r.andom and entice the class by reading just a
ittle to whet their appetites. Teacher and
st udent recommendations are the fastest
ways to move a book.

Some students find book reports hard to
write. Since they are often poorly delivered, a
change in technique can improve the
situation.Two years ago, as a result of being
a teacher researcher, I instituted the dialogue
journal.
In this process the student selects a
reading book of his/her choice. We read
each day in class for fifteen minutes, plenty of
time for the average reader to finish a book in
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Usually when an "oral" book is finished,
we use our notes to formulate essay questions
which require some thinking and rereading.
There we are, reading again. Essay questions
might focus on the main characters or predict
where they will be in the year 2010. I may give
students a problem and ask how each story
character would handle it.

three weeks. During reading time I request
that the students write in a log or journal
about their books. They may choose to talk to
one of the characters, asking questions,
making predictions about their future, or
sympathizing with them. They may describe
the setting and its relationship to the story
and give a summary for the day. Some
students simply write their reactions to the
story.

The journals have been an effective
technique for me to monitor each student's
reading habits. With their positive feelings
for journals, it is easy to see why most of my
pupils have book reports in on time.

After students finish reading the book, I
may request the journals for a grade or we
may write a fufl summary, give an oral report,
or do a self-selected project. The percentage
of completed book reports I have received
during these two years has increased by at
least twenty percent. One method of
guaranteeing these results is to circulate
during quiet reading and chat with various
students about their progress to make sure
they are reading the same book each day. I
also give a grade during the marking period
for a certain number of journal entries. For
example, I may require three at the end of the
first week.

Getting the right book into each student's
hands isn't easy. Having them complete a
thoughtful book report can be equally
difficult. Use professional and student
recommendations followed by dialogue
journals to keep students more attentive and
to help them gain more from their reading.

Barbara Haines is a teacher at McPherson
Middle

I have interviewed students to see what
they think about this method. When
questioned, most of them agreed that writing
a book review is very easy when they have
notes to use. They like this technique. Those
who argued against it, for the most part, had
not read a whole book before and resented
the extra labor of being forced to write. The
poorer readers did not like writing down their
ideas or predicting ahead. By spending time
with them on the types of entries they could
write, most have been able to conquer their
fear of the pencil moving across the paper.
Another way I use journals during the
reading program is when I am reading a book
to the class. Everyone is expected to write
either while the book is being read or after
the reading is finished. We discuss what was
read and then suggest ideas for writing. Then
we predict the next events in our journals. I
have been very plesed when the students stop
me in the hall or ask me before class begins,
"Are your reading to us right away?" or,
"Please read one more chapter."
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